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Three years into the occupation and Iraq was slipping closer to all-out sectarian war, the U.S. administration seeing that as being the ultimate aim of the Sunni insurgence and Shiite militias. Civil war would delay the hope of the American people to withdraw their troops from Iraq as soon as possible.
On this occasion, former interim Prime Minister Ayad Allawi told British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC), "It is unfortunate that we are in civil war. We are losing each day as an average 50 to 60 people throughout the country, if not more." He continued, "If this is not civil war, then God knows what civil war is." 2 Bombing the Holy Shiite Shrines in the Town of Samarra
The sectarian nervousness reached its highest level in February 2006 when a dozen men, apparently Sunni militants, dressed in paramilitary uniforms, entered the holiest shrine in Samarra, sixty miles north of Baghdad. They handcuffed four guards who were sleeping in a back room. The attack was at early morning after the Al-fagr (dawn) prayers. The attackers quickly placed a bomb in the dome of the holy shrine and detonated it. The bomb caused severe damage to the shrine. The force of the blasts caused the dome to collapse and scattered its 72,000 pieces of gold on the ground. A Tunisian terrorist was held accountable in the Samarra mosque bombing. He was accused of playing an active role in the bombing that triggered a wave of sectarian violence in all Iraq. The Tunisian, Abu Qudama, as a foreign insurgent, was suspected to operate under a terrorist cell of al-Qaeda in Iraq. What profoundly angered the Shiites was that the shrine is considered one of four major Shiite holy shrines in Iraq. The site in Samarra has a deep religious meaning as two of the twelve imams revered by mainstream Shiites are buried there. Moreover, according to Shiite belief, the twelfth Imam, Muhammad al-Mahdi, was at the site of the shrine before he disappeared. This incident attacking the most holy Shiite sites was a severe blow to peace and security in Iraq. Such an attack on an important and holy religious shrine constituted a grave aggression toward Shiite Islamists at a time of rising sectarian tensions between Shiites and Arab Sunnis. Samarra is a predominantly Sunni city and the Askary Shrine falls under the Sunni government endowment.
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There was a growing fear that the incident would increase the possibility of civil war in the country. Thus, President Bush issued a statement extending his sympathy to Iraqis. "The United States condemns this cowardly act in the strongest possible terms. I ask all Iraqis to exercise restraint in the wake of this tragedy and to pursue justice in accordance with the laws and Constitution of Iraq," he said. The U.S. ambassador in Iraq, Zalmay Khalzad, commented that the attack was carried out in a critical moment for Iraq with deliberate attempt to create sectarian tension. To put an end to the Shia-Sunni violence, the Shia highest cleric, alSistani, issued his strongest call yet for an end to Shia-Sunni violence. He urged Iraqis against "falling into the trap of sectarian and ethnic strife." He continued saying that such tension between Shiites and Sunnis would only delay the departure of American and other foreign troops.
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What made the situation worsen between the two sects was that just seven months after bombing the holiest Shiite shrines in the town of Samarra, a terrorist pulled his minivan into a busy market in the sacred Shiite city of Kufa. He blew himself up, killing 59 people and wounding 132 people in one of the bloodiest attacks in Iraq in 2006. The explosion was fifty meters from the gold-domed Shiite shrine of Kufa. The blast sparked clashes between police and angry Shiite protesters calling for revenge. This incident dealt a fresh blow to the new Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki's efforts to promote national reconciliation and avoid a slide toward civil war. The Shiites blamed the Kufa attack on the "criminal Baathists and terrorists of Mahmudiya." 6 A total of 5,818 civilians were reportedly killed and at least 5,762 wounded during May and June 2006, according to a report prepared by UN Assistance Mission for Iraq.
